
Content analysis of cancer blog posts*

Sujin Kim, PhD

See end of article for author’s affiliation. DOI: 10.3163/1536-5050.97.4.009

Objectives: The efficacy of user-defined subject
tagging and software-generated subject tagging for
describing and organizing cancer blog contents was
explored.

Methods: The Technorati search engine was used to
search the blogosphere for cancer blog postings
generated during a two-month period. Postings were
mined for relevant subject concepts, and blogger-
defined tags and Text Analysis Portal for Research
(TAPoR) software–defined tags were generated for
each message. Descriptive data were collected, and
the blogger-defined tags were compared with
software-generated tags. Three standard vocabularies
(Opinion Templates, Basic Resource, and Medical
Subject Headings [MeSH] Resource) were used to
assign subject terms to the blogs, with results
compared for efficacy in information retrieval.

Results: Descriptive data showed that most of the
studied cancer blogs (80%) contained fewer than 500
words each. The numbers of blogger-defined tags per
posting (M54.49 per posting) were significantly
smaller than the TAPoR keywords (M523.55 per
posting). Both blogger-defined subject tags and
software-generated subject tags were often overly
broad or overly narrow in focus, producing less than
effective search results for those seeking to extract
information from cancer blogs.

Conclusions: Additional exploration into methods for
systematically organizing cancer blog postings is
necessary if blogs are to become stable and efficacious
information resources for cancer patients, friends,
families, or providers.

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Internet sites and resources, including cancer blogs,
have emerged as popular health communication
media among cancer patients, their companions and
caregivers, and health care professionals [1, 2]. Cancer
patients and their companions or caregivers use
blogging to discuss disease issues, share personal
stories, and connect with friends and support net-
works. Uses of cancer blogs also include expanding
one’s cancer-related knowledge, seeking opinions
about or validating information received from health
care providers, and preparing information for pro-
vider visits [3]. Caregivers or families seek out cancer
information such as alternative treatment options,
recent news, diagnostic and prognostic information
for validation, and emotional relief. They also find
information to assist cancer patients who may not
have the physiological or psychological strength left
for blogging [4, 5]. Not surprisingly, most of the
shared medical information in blogs is typically
specific to personalized disease matters, sometimes
based on the blogger’s own experience with the
disease. Increasingly, however, health care profes-
sionals also use web-based tools like blogs to share
clinical knowledge, professional values, and personal
experiences [6–10]. Blogging as a writing activity can
promote good health. In fact, studies on the healing
effect of expressive writing, based on the aspect of
online social support, have been reported in the
oncology social work and psychology literature [11].

Mechanisms for more systematic organization of
blog messages, specifically in cancer contexts, are
necessary to better support bloggers and those
seeking to extract quality information from cancer
blogs. Collaborative tagging efforts are increasingly
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popular for providing topic- or subject-based access to
blog messages; however, tags are not centrally
defined or generally based on a standardized thesau-
rus. User-defined tags, like those used in blogging,
were originally introduced as an organizational tool
for online contents. These social tagging systems ‘‘let
their users organize personal resource collections with
tags’’ [12]. Yet, blogger-defined tags are highly
personal and inconsistent [4]. Individual bloggers
and public blog audiences are not typically trained to
organize messages into meaningful categories for
later retrieval. When assigning subject tags to blog
messages, the average blogger does not use consis-
tent, meaningful thesauri terms. Additionally, most
blogs are not semantically organized for retrieval.

Clearly, the Internet and other electronic commu-
nication tools are changing the way cancer patients
and providers receive and provide information and
support. Although the reasons for reading cancer
blogs are well documented, how the contents of
cancer blogs are organized and structured for
information retrieval has not received as much study.
This research addressed this issue by collecting,
counting, and analyzing the descriptive characteris-
tics and primary subject content of cancer blog
messages. Content analysis, text analysis, and data
mining techniques were applied to establish descrip-
tive statistics, including the most frequently used
words and concepts in blog messages and the number
and quality of blogger-defined tags and Text Analysis
Portal for Research (TAPoR)–generated subject tags.
Blogger-assigned tags and TAPoR-generated tags
were compared, as was the efficacy of Opinion
Templates, Basic Resource, and Medical Subject
Headings (MeSH) Resource for representing blog
subject content based on the assignment of subject
terms. These results have implications for improving
both blogger-generated tagging and thesauri-driven
indexing of blogs for increased retrieval and use.

LITERATURE REVIEW: ORGANIZING
BLOG MESSAGES

Keeping up with written blog messages can be
overwhelming, particularly because most blog users
do not have time to visit multiple sites and sort
through the necessary information as often as they
would perhaps like to do. To improve accessibility to
the growing numbers of blog messages, a systematic
and consistent means of organizing messages be-
comes essential. Some of the current work in the area
of blogging is intended to develop technologies for
organizing and delivering textual information (such
as messages posted on blogs) based on their subject
content [13–16]. For example, really simple syndica-
tion or rich site summary (RSS) web feeds are one
common method of accessing and organizing vast
amounts of web-based information. Blog readers can
select ‘‘areas of interest’’ and then have related RSS
feeds delivered directly to them. Some blogging
communities, such as LiveJournal, enable bloggers
to assign topics of ‘‘interest’’ as messages are posted.

Messages with assigned ‘‘interest’’ tags are then made
searchable [15]. However, these ‘‘areas of interest’’ are
often too simplistic or generic to systematically
retrieve relevant blog messages. Available subject
categories such as ‘‘types of cancers’’ (including
‘‘breast cancer,’’ ‘‘prostate cancer,’’ ‘‘colorectal can-
cer,’’ etc.); ‘‘types of therapy’’ (such as ‘‘alternative
therapies,’’ ‘‘chemotherapy,’’ ‘‘drug,’’ and ‘‘preven-
tion’’); ‘‘fundraiser’’ (‘‘cancer events’’ and ‘‘pink
products’’); or ‘‘celebrities’’ (including ‘‘cancer diag-
nosis,’’ ‘‘cancer treatment,’’ and ‘‘fundraisers’’) are
used, but these can be either too broad or too narrow
in scope [17]. More importantly, the terms chosen by
bloggers and assigned as ‘‘areas of interest’’ are
neither consistently nor necessarily adequately repre-
sentative of message contents.

Collaborative tagging—also known as folksonomy,
social classification, social indexing, or social tag-
ging—allows blog authors and readers themselves to
assign tags, or subject terms, to blogs [18, 19]. Unlike
conventional subject indexing through controlled
vocabularies such as MeSH or the Unified Medical
Language System (UMLS) or classification schemes
such as Library of Congress Classification or Dewey
Decimal Classification, advocates of collaborative
tagging argue that ‘‘allowing meaning of a tag to
emerge through collective usage produces a more
accurate meaning than if it was defined by a single
person or body’’ [20]. However, unfamiliarity with
blog contents and a lack of knowledge of vocabulary
and classification control for assigning blog post tags
contribute to irrelevant tagging and subsequent poor
retrieval of cancer information from blogs [21]. The
lack of a standard for blog subject indexing or
categorization limits keyword-based access.

Few empirical studies have examined the subject
content of cancer blog messages, which is a first step
in understanding how best to classify blog messages
in predefined categories. Additional research exam-
ining the primary subjects of cancer blogs and
exploring options for effective indexing and organi-
zation of blog postings is important, particularly
because blogs are an increasingly accepted form of
consumer health and cancer information. This study
will help to understand the content of blogs and
explore issues related to more consistent and system-
atic categorization of messages.

METHODOLOGY

This project experimented with a variety of methods
for establishing and analyzing descriptive character-
istics and relevant subject tags for a set of 485 cancer
blog posts. The blog messages were first mined for
relevant subject concepts, and then blogger-defined
tags were collected and software-defined subject tags
were generated for each message. Descriptive data
were derived for both blog postings and resulting
subject tags. Three standard vocabularies (Opinion
Templates, Basic Resource, and MeSH Resource) were
used to assign subject terms to the blogs, with results
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compared for searching efficacy. The specific research
questions addressed in this study were:
1. What are the descriptive characteristics of cancer
blog posts?
2. Which specific subject topics are most frequently
represented in cancer blog posts, as determined by (a)
blogger-defined tags and (b) TAPoR software–gener-
ated tags?
3. What are the strengths and weaknesses of sample
keyword terms generated by Opinion Templates,
Basic Resource, and MeSH Resource Templates?

For the purposes of this study, a ‘‘cancer blog post’’
was defined as a narrative message authored by
anyone whose main topic was related to cancer. The
author used Technorati ,http://www.technorati
.com/search?advanced., a web-based blog search
engine, to collect the cancer blog posts and their
blogger-assigned tags for addressing research ques-
tions 1 and 2. Technorati searched the entire blogo-
sphere for relevant entries based on identifying
‘‘cancer’’ as a specific, blogger-defined tag. Other
tag words such as ‘‘tumor’’ or ‘‘adenocarcinoma’’
were also searched, but results yielded no more than
three postings. The search was limited to the English-
language and to blog postings written within the
previous few months (September–November 2007).
Only initial blog entries or postings were analyzed.
All replies, also called ‘‘comments,’’ were removed
because fewer than 5% of the posts included
associated replies. Approximately 1,220 postings were
retrieved through this search. Manual selection and
validation were performed to remove additional
postings irrelevant to cancer as a disease or health-
related topic, such as those on the zodiac sign of
cancer. After removing irrelevant posts, 485 cancer
blog postings were used for analysis.

To address research question 1, TAPoR List Words
was used to generate a list and count of the individual
words in each blog posting, including unique and
duplicate words. Glasgow stop words such as ‘‘a,’’
‘‘an,’’ ‘‘the,’’ and so forth were excluded from the list.
PractiCount and Invoice listed and counted distinct
words found in the entire collection of cancer blog
posts. For research question 2, SPSS (version 16)
measured the occurrences and distribution of words
found in the collected postings, and a list of blogger-
defined tags was generated, as was a list of TAPoR
Keywords Finder–generated subject tags ,http:
//taporware.mcmaster.ca/,taporware/betaTools/
keywordFinder.shtml.. TAPoR software collected
statistics such as the highest frequency, average
frequency, and most commonly occurring subject
terms. TAPoR Comparator was used to analyze the
two sets of subject keywords to identify the most
frequently found tags for addressing research
questions 1 and 2.

The author further explored the applicability of
thesauri indexing to cancer blog postings through
research questions 3. The essential subject topics for
each posting were identified using SPSS text mining
software, Clementine, then subject terms were chosen
from each of three English-language Clementine

Resource Templates{, including Opinion Templates,
Basic Resource, and MeSH Resource. Text mining for
SPSS Clementine (version 12) was chosen to classify
the collected blog posts by automatically generated
thesauri because it utilizes the MeSH Resource
Template. While the MeSH Resource Template is
more specialized to extract medically related concepts
specific to MeSH vocabularies, the Basic Resource
Template and Opinion Templates were also utilized
to extract concepts in a general domain of textual
corpus analysis that were not specific to the medical
domain. The author reviewed similarities and differ-
ences between the generated concept terms, provid-
ing useful information that may be considered when
developing suggested terminology for blog tagging
and retrieval.

RESULTS

Research question 1 sought to describe general
characteristics of 485 cancer blogs written between
September 1, 2007, and November 31, 2007. Although
it is not directly relevant to the subject matter of the
blog posting, the average length of a posting is a
potentially important factor in estimating the num-
bers of tags and automatic keywords generated for
each posting. The average number of single words
found in each posting was 335, ranging from a
minimum of 18 words to a maximum of 3,432 words
per post. After duplicate word entries were removed,
the average number of unique words per posting was
175. Slightly more than 80% (n5378) of collected posts
contained fewer than 500 words overall. This result
showed that the majority of cancer bloggers wrote
relatively short postings, consisting of fewer than 3
pages (12-point font, double spaced).

Research question 2 sought to identify the most
common topics or primary subject content of the
collected postings (n5485). Primary subjects were
identified based on a count of single word frequencies
in the full postings, blogger-assigned tag words, and
TAPoR-generated keyword collections. Table 1 dis-
plays the top 20 words appearing in any of the
collections, ranked by frequency. Of the top 20 words
found, 10 words appeared in all 3 word collections; 11
were found in 2 of the collections; and 38 words
occurred in just 1 collection. Not surprisingly,
‘‘cancer’’ and ‘‘breast’’ ranked as the first and second
most prevalent words in all 3 collections. Because
breast cancer is largely a female disease, the topic
word ‘‘women’’ also ranked highly in all 3 word lists.
This finding supported previous research showing
that breast cancer was the most frequently discussed
type of cancer online [20, 22, 23].

Descriptive statistics were also collected for the
blogger-defined tag and TAPoR-generated keyword
collections. Results of word counts in these collections

{ SPSS Clementine Resource Templates refer to ‘‘a set of specialized
libraries, which are made up of dictionaries used to define and
manage types, terms, synonyms, and exclude lists.’’
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showed that 1,335 unique words were found in the
blogger-defined tag word collection (3,638 total
words) and 4,888 unique words (20,500 total words)
were found in the TAPoR-generated keyword collec-
tion. Slightly more than 36% of the blogger-defined
tag words were uniquely identified, while 23.8% of
the TAPoR-generated words were uniquely identi-
fied. Table 1 illustrates, however, that some frequent-
ly occurring words do not actually represent the topic
concepts of the cancer blog posts. These nonrepresen-
tative words included ‘‘know,’’ ‘‘time,’’ ‘‘just,’’
‘‘new,’’ ‘‘like,’’ ‘‘said,’’ ‘‘make,’’ and ‘‘going’’ and
appeared less frequently in the blogger-generated tag
word collection than in the TAPoR-generated collec-
tion. These findings indicated that blogger-defined
tags used fewer common terms than those of the
TAPoR-generated keywords and that TAPoR as-
signed more irrelevant subject terms than human
bloggers did.

Data analysis also identified inconsistencies be-
tween the numbers of blogger-assigned tags and the
numbers of TAPoR-generated keywords for the same
posts, showing that human taggers were more likely
to assign an inconsistent number of tags per posting.
On average, bloggers assigned 4.49 tags per blog
posting and TAPoR generated 23 keywords per
posting. The most frequently human-assigned num-
ber of tags per post was 4 (n580 posts), followed by 5
tags (n562 posts), followed by 3 tags per post (n554
posts). TAPoR was consistent, with over 65% of the
blog posts assigned 23 TAPoR keywords; however,
the range of human-assigned tags varied more
broadly. Raw number of tags and keywords did not
indicate quality of subject indexing, however, because
more is not necessarily better.

The twenty most frequently used blogger-defined
tags and TAPoR-generated keywords, including those
that were hierarchically or contextually related, are
ranked by frequency and shown in Table 2. These
terms included concepts such as ‘‘cancer,’’ ‘‘breast
cancer,’’ ‘‘prostate cancer,’’ ‘‘lung cancer,’’ ‘‘breast

cancer awareness,’’ ‘‘breast cancer research,’’ ‘‘breast
cancer treatment,’’ ‘‘national breast cancer,’’ and
‘‘breast cancer foundation.’’ Word variation was an
issue observed in the frequently found tags and
keywords collection. Such variants included abbrevi-
ations (e.g., ‘‘dr,’’ ‘‘doctor’’); plurals (‘‘cell,’’ ‘‘cells’’);
synonyms (‘‘research,’’ ‘‘study’’); and spelling varia-
tions (‘‘breastcancer,’’ ‘‘breast+cancer,’’ ‘‘breast can-
cer’’). Case sensitivity posed no problem because all
words were transformed into lower case to reduce the
incidence of word variation. Based on a simple
frequency analysis of the collected tags, this study
predicted that human tagging may not be an
economic method. However, this assumption has a
major limitation in that the study could not control the
number of keywords generated by TAPoR. These
findings are a potential indicator of retrieval perfor-
mance, with important implications for overall qual-
ity of subject accessibility, in terms of breadth and
depth of content coverage.

To assess the efficacy of using standardized
thesauri terms for indexing and organizing cancer
blog contents, SPSS Clementine text mining software
was used in correlation with Opinion Templates,
Basic Resource Templates, and the MeSH Resource
Template to identify core concepts and assign subject
terms (concept terms) to each blog post. The resource
template–based analyses identified 78 subject con-
cepts in all. Of those 78 concepts, 26 were common to
all 3 resource templates. These appear in Table 3.
Twenty-three terms were found in 2 of the 3
templates, and 26 terms were uniquely identified in
only 1 of the 3 templates used. As shown in Table 3,
the term ‘‘tumor’’ was the most frequently found
concept in each of the 3 resource templates. Nearly
65% of the MeSH Resource Template posts (n5315)
used the term ‘‘tumor.’’ Nearly 54% (n5259) of the
postings categorized in Opinion Templates and 52%
(n5252) of the Basic Resources Template terms also
included the word ‘‘tumor.’’ These results indicated
that the MeSH Resource Template was the best

Table 1
Top 20 single words in full posts, blogger-defined tags, and Text Analysis Portal for Research (TAPoR)–generated keyword collections

Rank by
frequency Postings Frequency Blogger-defined tags Frequency

TAPoR-generated
keywords Frequency

1 cancer 2,326 cancer 537 cancer 1,547
2 breast 1,045 breast 234 breast 759
3 pink 413 health 118 awareness 320
4 women 396 awareness 100 pink 267
5 patients 356 pink 48 month 173
6 know 307 month 34 research 134
7 time 303 treatment 29 like 126
8 just 290 prostate 23 new 98
9 new 280 fashion 23 women 93

10 like 275 charity 19 patients 93
11 study 269 medicine 15 health 91
12 said 267 chemotherapy 14 prostate 85
13 treatment 255 genetic 14 american 84
14 awareness 252 issues 14 national 83
15 month 249 family 13 foundation 82
16 risk 248 lung 13 ribbon 78
17 people 230 disease 13 com 75
18 research 223 cure 13 treatment 74
19 cells 209 genetics 13 year 73
20 health 203 care 12 day 63
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thesaurus of the 3 in consistently identifying ‘‘tumor’’
as a concept word. These findings implied that the
selection of the resource template (thesauri) is an
important factor in identifying key concepts. Further-
more, retrieval performances can be increased by
refining the templates.

In each of the three templates, ‘‘key concepts’’ were
linked to more focused ‘‘descriptor’’ terms, but
specific descriptor terms varied by template. For
example, the descriptor associated with the concept
of ‘‘patients’’ in Opinion Templates differed from
those in Basic Resource Template and the MeSH
Resource Template descriptors. In addition, synony-
mous concepts such as ‘‘medicine,’’ ‘‘treatment,’’ and
‘‘pharmaceutical preparation’’ were only linked in
Opinion Templates. This indicated a lack of standard
semantics among generated concepts. The descrip-
tors, however, showed strong potential for use as a

source of word variations for further refinement of
defined concepts.

The nature of cancer requires patients and their
families or caregivers to learn about the illness, make
informed decisions about their treatment options, and
cope with a stressful disease experience [24, 25].
Subject concepts identified by the resource templates
illustrated both cognitive and emotional processing
[11], as illustrated through core concepts such as ‘‘side
effects of treatment,’’ ‘‘impact on family and friends,’’
‘‘self-care issues,’’ and ‘‘social activities,’’ all of which
concepts Degner et al. have developed [26]. The
‘‘emotion’’ concept, for example, included specific
descriptors such as ‘‘worry,’’ ‘‘trouble,’’ ‘‘outrage,’’
‘‘happiness,’’ ‘‘excitement,’’ ‘‘fear,’’ and ‘‘anxiety.’’
Concepts also involved medically related topics such
as ‘‘treatment,’’ ‘‘research,’’ ‘‘results,’’ ‘‘pharmaceuti-
cal preparation,’’ ‘‘science,’’ ‘‘progress,’’ ‘‘evidence,’’

Table 3
Blog post frequencies for the top 20 concepts from SPSS Clementine models using three resource templates

Opinion Templates Resource Template Basic Resource Template MeSH Resource Template

Concept category Count Concept category Count Concept category Count

tumor 259 tumor 252 tumor 315
investigation 206 breast 221 health 181
healthy 199 investigation 182 investigation 181
breast cancer 177 evidence 161 breast 175
effect 172 health 137 evidence 158
breast 165 treatment 136 pharmaceutical preparation 143
drugs 145 professionals 134 biology 133
medicine 143 drugs 130 north america 127
woman 136 effect 130 woman 126
treatment 135 north america 127 treatment 125
flowers 127 woman 127 europe 109
evidence 123 patients 105 patients 107
countries 110 flowers 97 emotions 104
patients 110 emotions 95 flowers 100
possible 107 journal 90 study 91
clean 103 study 88 journal 87
journal 102 awareness 81 effect 86
problem 99 writer 80 awareness 82
organs 97 foods 76 kids 78
study 97 kids 75 foods 76

Table 2
Top 20 blogger-defined tags and TAPoR-generated keywords including multi-words, ranked by frequency

Rank by frequency Blogger-defined tags Frequency TAPoR-generated keywords Frequency

1 cancer 185 breast cancer 197
2 breast cancer 112 breast cancer awareness 83
3 health 70 cancer awareness month 75
4 breast cancer awareness 58 time 65
5 breast 19 cancer awareness 50
6 charity 18 just 43
7 pink 16 awareness month 42
8 prostate cancer 15 women 38
9 2007 breast cancer awareness month 14 cancer research 37

10 chemotherapy 14 study 36
11 family 13 like 32
12 breast cancer awareness month 10 cancer 31
13 cancer treatment 10 breast cancer research 30
14 awareness 9 people 30
15 health issues 9 way 30
16 lung cancer 8 year 29
17 shopping 8 prostate cancer 27
18 women 8 october 26
10 death 7 support 26
20 fashion 7 day 25
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‘‘investigation,’’ and ‘‘drug.’’ The presence of emo-
tive, cognitive, and medically related subject concepts
indicated that the collected cancer blogs were used for
functions including emotional support and sharing of
medical information. More rigorous studies compar-
ing categories of cancer information needs with text
mining–generated core categories could help assess
the ‘‘aboutness’’ of cancer blog posts [26].

Automatically generated keywords in combination
with blogger-defined tags could prove to be powerful
subject access mechanisms to inadequately described
blog postings. The current, user-driven approach to
social tagging provides immediate and obvious
benefits to the users, because content is annotated
based on the personal understanding of its authors
through their own natural language. However, user-
driven indexing is, in general, less consistent, less
clear, less complete, and thus generally less useful for
quality and comprehensive retrieval [12]. Despite the
weaknesses of user-generated tags, these research
findings showed, however, that blogger-defined tags
are representative in a way that annotation descrip-
tors of scientific literature are not. For instance, the
human-generated tag collection contained useful
descriptors not found in the MeSH thesaurus, such
as ‘‘cancer awareness month,’’ ‘‘cholesterol lowering
drugs,’’ ‘‘smoking-at-home,’’ ‘‘anticancer,’’ and so on.
This finding was not entirely unexpected because
cancer blog messages are individual narratives, far
different than more structured research articles. To
achieve maximum benefit from tagging, it is highly
advisable to examine some of the collective and
collaborative tagging practices and patterns, especial-
ly in cancer contexts.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This study implemented a variety of software-driven
text mining techniques to establish descriptive char-
acteristics for 485 collected cancer blogs, as well as
blogger-assigned tags and software-generated tags for
each blog (research question 1). Collected cancer blogs
contained topics that varied from personal stories in
narrative writing to sharing of medical information.
Analysis of the blogger-assigned and TAPoR-gener-
ated tags identified the blogs’ primary subject matter
(research question 2) and evidenced benefits and
drawbacks of both blogger-assigned and software-
assigned tags. Additionally, this study compared the
efficacy of three standard vocabularies (Opinion
Templates, Basic Resource, and MeSH Resource) for
realistically tagging cancer blogs. Advanced text
analysis techniques, such as text mining, were useful
for classifying cancer blog posts to generate major
subject concepts, and the Clementine core content
descriptors were helpful in identifying subject terms.
The automated process identified relevant and de-
tailed descriptors, but it also produced descriptors
that were fragmented definitions of concepts. This
illustrated the continued need for human interven-
tion, although fragments are often helpful for further
refining hierarchical relationships among sub-

concepts. For instance, descriptors of the subject
‘‘radiation’’ suggest sub-concepts such as ‘‘radiation
treatment,’’ ‘‘radiation oncologist’’ ‘‘standard treat-
ment,’’ and ‘‘dose of radiation.’’

Limitations of this study included the fact that only
Technorati was used to search the blogosphere and a
small, two-month sample was collected. Different
results might have resulted from a larger sample or
multiple blogosphere search engine results. Future
research may want to validate findings through
manual indexing, but that was outside the scope of
this research. In addition, the study did not uncover
complex and varying text mining algorithms that
could produce different subject descriptors for the
same blog collection.

While manual indexing and professional annota-
tions remain the gold standard for subject indexing,
the findings of this research demonstrate that auto-
mated techniques based on term frequency can
facilitate the process and produce meaningful
descriptors. Automatically generated keywords—
combined with user-defined tags, assigned via a
low-impact, easily understood method—would ulti-
mately assist users in more effectively accessing
cancer blog posts. These findings can affect cancer
blog retrieval, which is a major issue in online
information retrieval but has yet to gain significant
attention in the scholarly literature.

It has been established that the public turns to the
Internet to communicate with one another about
health-related issues including cancer [11, 27]. Con-
sidering the ever-growing amount of online biomed-
ical information and newly generated data available
through alternative media such as blogs and social
networking, it is apparent that the automated pro-
cessing of text analysis for subject annotation and
retrieval has strong potential for improving organi-
zation of and access to cancer blogs and other
alternative media [28–30]. Medical information and
emotional support given through expressive writing
online are attracting attention as research topics in
cancer information production and retrieval. Howev-
er, peer-production works, social networking, virtual
worlds, and social tagging may not transfer seam-
lessly into traditional medical library settings [31–33].
In the cancer blogging world, the people who author
blogs and create tags do not prepare their work for
retrieval in the same ways that indexers of conven-
tional surrogate records prepare their information for
effective retrieval. At the same time, however,
scholarly terminologies controlled by various medical
thesauri cannot easily represent the narrative and
expressive writing of cancer bloggers.

These findings are important for identifying core
subject topics of cancer blogs and potential candidates
for subject descriptors for improved retrieval. Recog-
nizing that resources such as blogs are different than
mainstream communication channels in terms of
topics and subject access methods, medical librarians
can assist in identifying more representative tags,
particularly as blog contents are integrated into
library collections. Medical librarians have the skills
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to teach users not only how to search effectively for
information, but also how to represent peer-produc-
tion materials for improved retrieval.
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